CHAPTER XVII
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EARLY in March Ivan Alexievich summoned a village
assembly in Tatarsk. An unusually large crowd attended,
perhaps because Stockman had proposed that the Revolu-
tionary Committee should call a meeting and distribute the
property of those fled to the Whites among the poorer
cossacks. The meeting was preceded by a stormy encounter
between Stockman and a district official who had come from
Vieshenska armed with authority to take away some confis-
cated clothing. Stockman explained to him that at the
jnoment the Revolutionary Committee could not hand
over the clothing as only the previous day it had been
issued to a transport of wounded Red Army men. The
young official stormed at Stockman, sharply raising his
voice.
" Who gave you permission to hand over this clothing ? "
he demanded.
" We didn't ask anyone's permission."
" But what right had you got to embezzle national
property ? "
" Don't shout, comrade, and don't talk nonsense. No
one has embezzled anything. We handed sheepskins to the
^arivers on a signed undertaking from them that after they'd
carried their wounded to a certain point they would bring
the clothing back. The soldiers were half-naked, and if we'd
let them go off as they were we'd have been sending them to
their deaths. What else could I do ? Especially as the
clothing was lying unused in the cellar."
Stockman spoke quietly, restraining his irritation, and the
conversation might have ended peacefully. But the
youngster resolutely declared in a steely voice :
" Who are you ?   Chairman of the Revolutionary Com-
.mittee ?    I arrest you !    Hand over your work to your
assistant.   I'll send you at once to Vieshenska.   I expect
you've stolen half the property here, but I . . ."         ,,^-r
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